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THE PURDAH SAGA AND THE MUSLIM WOMAN

IBRAHIM OLATUNDE UTHMAN

Abstract

The Purdah saga 1s an age- long 1s n Islam, which has-generated
a lot of controversies. A major problem posed by (s saga 1s the
impresston that Nuslim women are barred from outdoor actvities ot that
they must cover their faces when they appear m public. This pape

thereflore focuses on the Islamic verdict on purdah and the subnussions are

based on the absolute sources of the Holy Quran and Sunnah - E @

Introduction

Contrary to popular notion engendeied by the mstitution of purdah in
Islam. many Prophetic traditions abound which support the participation
of Muslim women. in all socio-religious. political and economical
activities. For mstance, Aisha narrated that women used to pray behind the
Prophet mn his lifetime They also used to observe the ‘/d prayers with their
male counterparts alter whieh'the Prophet would ask them to give out
charity. In_ fact, there 1sha/ particular tradition of (he Prophet that
commanded that all wemen including those wn therr menstrual periods |
should attend the “ii festivals. The Prophet also banned men from !
preventing their wonten from attending prayers in the mosques.'

NMuslim women also toak part in the educational programme of the
Prophet. The Prophet used to teach them together with men but later they
requested fora special day to be set-aside for them alone and this was
assentcd, (0°by the Prophet. Aisha therefore declared that nothing could
preventwomen from learning during the Prophet time, not even modesty”
She herself became the first product of the Prophet’s school from whom
leading companions came to learn Hadith. listory and poetry among
others. :

In the same vein. Mushm women partook 1 both political and
economic activities. They were consulted by the Prophet on important
state matters and thev took part in the selection of Uthman lbn Affan as
the third Caliph. Umar. the second Caliph actually appointed a woman,
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Shaftah bint Abdillah into his cabimet as the duector of market affairs.
Mis 1s no doubt i I .e with the Quranic v eirdict which enjoins both men
and women to enjomn what is night and forbid what 1s wrong (Qurian 9:71)
In the same Holy Qur'an, women are enjoimned to earn a living and own
what accrues 10 them there from (Qur'an 4.3) This alforded Muslin
women the economic power to contribute to the up keeping of their family
wvoluntary. For instance Asma’ Bint Abi Bakr use-| to work on the field of
her husband and once met Prophet on her way who m\'lled her to join his
mcompan\ and that of his companion®

Origin Of Purdah

Purdah as a svstem of seclusion is an ancicat custom that preceded
the advent of the Holy prophet. It was a national «ustom i both India and
Persia from where the word purdah originated I'or imstance, it existed
among, the upper classes in India where there was seclusion of Indian
women of rank " Purdah was also in vogue among the Arabs in pre-Islami
era. 'or mstances. An-Nabigah, a jahili poet in one of his verses whilc
describing Al-mutajarradah, the wife of Numan il:n al-mundhir says: “The
vell fell down against her wish, she picked it with one hand and covered
her face with the other™ _ '

In Arabic language, the equivalent word for purdah is H[jal» which:
means barrier, screen, curtain or women's veil among others.’ Hijarks
according to Ehas is anvthing that acts as a barrier be(ween two things and
in all places where the word occurs in the Holy Qur’an, it implies alle:
some of the above meanings * Incidentally, the ouly place where the word
Hijah 1s used as a system of seclusion or veiling of the face is'in (he Holy
Quran chapter 33 53 It states:

And when vou ask for anything from them (the wives of the
prophet) ask them from behind the screen or veil (4/-Hiah): that i
purer for your hearts and theirs and it is no{ rightfor you to annos
the messenger of Allah nor that you showld marmy his wives afie:
his death. verily such a thing is a great'sin in the sight of Allah.

From the above Qurianic injunctions, it is“clear (hat the system of

seclusion or purdah was prescribed onlyforthe wives o the Holy Prophet
and that 1t 1s not unconnected with the second/prescription - that the wift
of the prophet should not remarry afler the Prophet's death -thus the
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wisdom of askimg the wives of the Prophet (¢ cover the faces was stmply
to make it easy for Mushm mento castaway their eves from them and not
to nurse any false hope or desires of marrving them after the Prophet’s
denise.” :

As for the generalug of Muslim women. they ate not inchided in the
above prescription butweré later commanded in a later revelation to wear
outer garments .

O Praphet tell your wives. daughters and the

believing women that thev should cast their

outer garments over them. That 15 most

propc for them so that they may be known

and not molested ~ and = Allah is Most

Forgiving, Most Merciful ~ (Qur’an 33.39).
The word translated as “outer garments™ in the above verse . Jalahib which
18 the plural of jilbah which means flowmg gown or garment. It also
means a large <,a1m entor dress and 1s relerred (o as garment, dress and
gown of women." This shows clearly that the prescription in this verse
does not include the covering of the face. It is also clear from the above
ijunctions that the wearing of outer garments also includes the wives of
the prophet as it was meant to enhance the status of Muslim women so that
they may be respected and not molested

(,cnocm Of Its Controversy

The genesis of the comlovemv over the status of puerdal i Islam can
fist be sought n the aberration that arose when the optnions of Mushm
scholars were substituted for the Shar ‘ialh. Acumdmw to the author of /'igli

~as-sunmal Sayyid Sabiq;

Wih blind allegiance and wiibal leaning 1o
schools of thought, the #/numal lost the
gudance of the Qur'an and Sunnah And
there arose the statement that the door of
liihad was shutand the shar iah became the
savings of scholars and the sayings of
scholars became the shar iah Anybody who
disagreed with the sayings of scholars was
declared an innovator whose saymgs could
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not he relied upon and whose ichgious
1
verdicts should not be upheld
In essence. the controversy over the position of Islam on purdal

could only have ansen because of the stagnation of Islamic scholarship

duning the perod of decadence in Islamic history. For instance. the door to
litihad wiieh s the recognition of - the divine role given to man in the
tterpretation of the Shariah was not only shut officially around 1258

A C 12 it was also declared a sin that took a Muslim outside the pale of

[slam ™" Yet. 1t was the permissibility of /yrihad that afforded the carly

\ . . . .
scholars the opportunity to give their own comments and interpretations of

the laws contamed in the Qur'an and Sunnah. This in turm led (o the
cmergence of different schools of figh. Out of which fowr schools have
come to be accepted by the majority of Muslim scholars as the most valid
a'ternative interpretations of the Shar ‘iah.

A major fallout of the shutting of the “door of Litiliad™ is Taglid or

blind allegrance 1o the savings of a scholai(s) or school(s) of figh

According to Shavkhal -al-Hadith™ Muhanied Nasit-d-din Albani.
majority of those who support the imposition of the covering of the face

on Muslim women do so because of their blind allegiance to the school of”
. . 15 .
tigh or envitonment where they grew up."® This has led 1o so many <

scholars sticking to the views of others especially where they are the
leading scholars But surprisingly none of the four vreat Imams of the four
tecogiised schools of figh claimed infallibility On the contrary ' they
admonished their followers against blind allegiance. For instance, Tmam
Malik once said

there 1s no other person apart fom the

prophet except that his saying could lfe

accepted or rejected: 1 am but 7 man. |

succeed and I fail, whichever of mv opinian

corresponds with the Qur'an and Supiial.

accept. and whichever does not. rejC,

tnaddition. the view that purdah is maddatar on all Muslim women

conld also be traced to the belief that thesextal a sd moval looseness and
misconduct prevalent todav can only bé cubed b skmg women to cover
@?he most tempting and dangerous ‘porfion/of their body -the face -
According to Albani. many scholars today know tha: purdah is not
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mandatory on Muslim ywwomen but argue that. 1015 0 means to an end. They
feel that sexual and moral evilshin the society are so rampant and the
Shar’tah permits prohibiting the #aysto evil even if the wavs are
Permissible.'” Accordingd@yA Tbani, such scholais forget that even at the
time of the prophet zing(@dultery) was very ampant. vet. purdah was
never mandated. He concluded that sadd-adharia Iy or blocking the wav. a
form of legislation undem the Shar'iah can only be resorted to 1f the
existing provisions i thé Shar'iah cannot solve the problem
Howeverythe final stroke that makes it difficult for many scholars to

ascertain ‘hessiatus of purdah in Islam took place when an ugly and

disgusting perversion happened in Islamic history. This was the

Sintioduetioirof the harem system by the Umayyad regime where there was

nelinul o the number of wives and concubines of the kings andd
courtiers."" The Abbasid regime came to perfect this system.™ ‘

According to Sidiqqu, the strict seclusion and total segregation of
Muslim women by the rulers, the feudal barons and other sections of the
people-who were dependent on the monarchs became inevitable.”!” In anv
case, according to him. the barners erected by the kings and monarchs
between their wives and concubines and the oulside world was borne oul
of the probability that many of the women would remain sexually
dissatisfied ™

It is obvious from the foregoing that m order 1o resolve (he
controversy on the status of purdah in Islam and give the authentic Islamic
prescriptions on the svstem. one must refer 1o the verdic(s contained in the
Qurtan, Hadith, Athar or sayings of the companions as well as the verdicts
of figh or lslamic junsprudence. One must also refer to the views of
leading Mushm scholars such as Ibn Kathir, In Hajar Al-Asqalani, 1bn
Taymivyah, 1bn Muflih, Ibn Qudamah and 1on Hazm among others.

In the remaining few sections of this paper. it is hoped that the true
teachings of Islam on the system of purdah shall be arrived at through an
m-depth study of all the above texts and verdicts

Quranic Verdict »

The Holy Quran is the first primary o1 absolute source of the
Sharialr and a “Code of Conduct™ for every believer < According to Do,
i order to interpret the Holy Qur an, every word should be explained with
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its real meanmng. evervihing should be explamed with reference to the
context of the main theme of the revelation and lastly the interpretation
must not contradict the savings and writings o! the prophet’s companions
24

In hine with the above guidelines. the Qurianic verses and passa:.es
on purdal and dressing of Muslim women and their conduct shall now be
examined As stated before, the only place where purdah or its equivaleat,
Hijab 1s mentioned in the Holy Qur’an 1s Qurian 33:53. Accordimg to
Anas Ibn Malik, the personal servant of the prophet who said “None
knows more than myself about the revelation related to the confinement of
his (prophet’s) wives.” Ubay bin K'ab used to ask him about the Prophet’s
marriage to Zamab bint Jahsh. The prophet as bridegroom mvited (he
people mn the moring to a feast. Most took the meal and went away A
group of them, however, remained with the prophet and stayed rather long.

The prophet stood up and went out. Anas followed him so that they might

likewise go The prophet walked up to the thieshold of Sayyidah Aisha’s
room and thought.that by that tume they might have gone. But when he
returned, Anas after him, to Zainab’s that group was still sitting and had
not dispersed. Tl > prophet retumed and again Anas followed, till he
reached the threshold of Sayyidah Aisha’s room that they might go. It \vas
only when they returned that they had just gone out.

As a consequence the verses relating to confinement were revealed.
A curtain was then lowered between Anas and the Prophet’s privite
quarters” - The same Anas also reported that Umar said “My lord granted
me three wishes” One of which was when he told the prophet.that *O
Prophet the pious as well as the dissolute enter your house to meet your
wives. How about ordering them to withdraw themselves™. Subsequently.
the verses of confinement were sent down.” This s also supported by the
narration of Aisha. She is quoted as saying that Umar Ibn al-khattab asl.ed
the prophet to confine his wives but the prophcl didnot do so, then God
sent down the verses relating to confinements

From the above testimonies of the personal servant ofthe Proplhet.
Anas 1bn Malik and the Prophet’s wife. Aisha; it is obvious that the verse
of the veil or confinement was revealed in relation to only the wives of the

prophet. The wisdom of askm‘gﬁhe “wives-of 1he-b'f\eEhEP to cover their
faces or to screen themselves fromithe compauion or other strange mcn -

\.\(_w_' ,,,,,,,,,, —
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as stated before - 15 simply to make iteasvfor Mushim men to cast away
their desires from them and not to'nurse any Falsc hope of marrying them
fter the death of the prophet.‘Sindevin-the same verse of confinement.
Allah forbids the believers from marrying any of the prophet’s wife aftel
his death. the confinementwlfahe prophet’s wives will therefore make the
junction practicable. (Fog mstatice, a companmon of the Prophet wanted
to marrv Aisha andaoiced oul Ins mtention before the revelation of the
verse of confinement onthe'vetl.”

Another confirmation that the verse of the veil or seclusion was
restricted to the wives of the Prophet 1s the exclusion of Qtlah bint Qais
from the ¢commandment. The Prophet got married Lo her before his death
On lus deathbed. the Prophet gave her the option to be separated from him
anddo remarry. She married a companion of the prophet, Jkrimah Ibn
HMadramat, during the reign of Abu-bakr and when Abu-bakr heard, he
threatened to burn down their house. It was Umar 1bn alkhattab that bailed
them out when he told Abu-bakr that Qidah bint Qaiswas not among the
“mothers of the believers™ because the prophet did not consummate his
marriage with her and did not put her behind the veil, ™ According to the
narration of 1bn Kathir, before the prophet died. Oilah had been divorced
by him, so when she got married to lkrimah Ibn Abi Jahl. Abu-baki
became annoved that the wife of the Prophet married after his death bui
Umar told him “She is not one of his (Prophet’s) wives as the Prophel did
not make her his choice and he did not veil or screen her™™ After that
response Abu-bakr became satisfied and kept quic!

Smularly, there is the case of Asma™ Bint Nu” man Tbn Abi Al-jawn.
the father gave her hand to the Prophet in marriage but the Prophet was
forbidden by Allah from consummating the mairiage. Asma’ took up a
place mn Madinah and during the time of Umar, she got married to Al-
Muhajir Ibn Abi Umayvah and this annoyed Umar Asma™ then wiote {o
Umar and said that the Prophc( did not vetl her because she was not one ol
the “mothers of the Believers.

Another verse of the Holy Qur'an that confirms that veiling o
confinement is confined to the wives of the Holy Prophet is Qur'an 33:359.
This is the verse of Julabib or the outer garments 1t 1s reported by Aishu
that Sawdah. a wife of the Prophet. went out for her need after the
revelation of the verse of the veil or confinement and because she was
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fat woman. she could easily be recognised by anyvbody who knew her
before she started using the Aijah. Umar saw her and said “1 swear by
Allah that we can still recognise you. Sawdah, so be careful of how you go
out”. Sawdah went. back and narrated the incident to the Prophet and on
the spot the above verse of Jalahib or outer garments was revealed.”

It is therefore clear from the above tradition by Aishah that the verse
of the outer garments is not the same as the verse of veil or seclusion. The
above injunctioni is not for the wives of the Prophet to use the veil. which
they had been using before its revelation. It was rather for them and every
other muslim woman to wear the outer garment or a large and flowing
gown hence it is directed to all Muslim women including the wives of the
Prophet and his daughters".

The above interpretation of the verse of outer garment is also
supported by Ibn Abbas who said “A woman should draw her outer
garments close to her face and not over it ** This is similar (o the statement
of Qatadah on the verse when he said * Allah orders women to cover up to
their eye brows and not over their faces™.>* As for a statement credited to
Ibn Abbas that Allah orders women to cover their faces with their outer
garments and to uncover only one eye,** it is not authentic because there is
a serious defect in one of its transmitters. Abdullahi ibn Salih in addition
to the doubt whether Tbn Abi Talhah actually heard the statement from Ibn
Abbas .*¢

Furthermore, Jbn Hajar while commenting on the verse of outer
garments and the Hadith of Aisha above said that Umar was troubled by
the access of strangers to the wives of the Prophet until he mentioned it to
the Prophet that he should screen his wives. He emphasised it until the
verse of the veil was revealed. Then he desired that they should not be
scen at all though they were veiled but his request was denied and they
were allowed to go out for their needs.”” Thus when thefirst desire of
Umar - that the wife of the Prophet should be screencd - was granted. it
was directed only to the Prophet’s wives but in answer.to his second
request which was not granted, the prescription inthe verse of the outer
garments was directed to all Muslim women.*®

There is yet a lengthy passage in the '\Holy Quran regarding the
exclusion of Muslim women from the ifjunetions on veiling or screcning
the face. The passage is Qur'an 24:30-31 which/goes thus:
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And say to the believing™men that they
should lower their gaze ‘and guard their
chastity. This 1s,pirerfor them, verily Allah
has knowledge offavhat they do. And sav 10
the believing women that they should lower
their gazesandiguard their chastity and they
should not display their beauty except what
appearsytlicre-of and that they should draw
their veils over thewr bosoms..
Various, incidents have been narrated as the causes of revelation of
the abovespassage, which indicate that Muslim women are not required (o

be veiled.or screened from men. For instance, it is narrated by Alithat «

man and aswoman once gazed at cach other’s face and Satan tempted the
twoof themand they were bewiiched by each other The man continued to
state at the woman while walking, beside a wall until he hit the wall and
cut his noise. The man then went (o the Prophet and told him the incident
and the Prophet said “that i the punishment of your sin™ and the passage
was revealed™ It is also noted that (he passage was revealed after o
companion of the Prophet Asma’ visited her tribe, Banu Harithah, to he
dismay she was met by sonie women without skirts and with bared chests
and hairs." Another cause of revelation according to the commentators of

the Holy Qur'an such as Ibn Kathir and Quutabi is that women in

Jahiliyyah (pre-lslamic era) used to cover their heads with headgears and

uncover their chests, necks. cars, and arms. They were therefore ordered!
by Allah to draw their headgears over their bosoms.™"

What can be drawn from the above is that both women and men in
Islam are required to lower their gaze when they come into contact and to
cover their satar or nudity. This is confirmed by the Hadith of Aisha that
when the above pass~ue was revealed, women came to pray in the mosque
behind the Prophet in their wrappers without veiling their faces™ The
women did not veil their faces because it was not part of their satar and
not because the verse of the veil had not being revealed. The above
passage was revealed after the battle of Banu Nustaliq ¥ According 1o
Aisha she was veiled or screened from men during the expedition **

In addition. “And they should not display their beauty except whai
appears there-of”" - in the passage - according to Ibn Abbas, Ibn Umar,
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Anas 1bn Malik, Abu Hutayiah and Aisha, women are allowed to uncoves
their faces and hands. For mstance. 1bn Abbas s:".d “It means what 15 1n
the face and the two hands c.g. antimony and rin..”. He also said that the
face and the two hands are parts of the beauty that can be exposed™ but
Aisha said 1t refers to the bangles of the toes™
One last evidence in the Holy Qurlan that confirms that the
generality of Mushin® women are not required (o be in purdah s the
followmg verse:
As for the aged women who have stopped
ch:ldbirth and menstruation and who desire
no marriage again, there is no sin on them if
they lay aside their garments provided that
they display not their beauty and for them to
restrain 1s best for them for Allah sees and
knows all things (Qur'an 24:60).
According to Assabuni, the above verse means that
“There 1s no blame or sin on them (women)
if they remove some of their dicsses e.g.
cloak and large outer garments and they
appear belore men in their indoor and
normal dress provided they do not throw
away prudence and excite lust™"’
This 1s the interpretation of the companions of the Prophet and theis
followers. Tbn Janr relates that it is the interpretation of Ibn Mas u"d an¢

Ibn Abbas which is authenticated by Al-Qurtabi." Ibn Jarir and Abu-baki”

Al-Jassas also relate from Jabir Ibn Zaid that it means leadgear," This is
enough as evidence that what Muslim women arc required to wear is the
outer garment or headgear which are synonymoussince they both do not
include veiling the face and the two hands.

Al-Qurtabi also supports the interpretation s of the above ac

headgears. According to him, By permitting women'to lay aside some of

their dresses n the same surah or chapter wihere the commandment (o
draw the headgears over the bosom 4§ given, it means Allah is gving an
exception to the earlier mjunction. He also adds that the woman referred ta
in the above verse 1s the old wotan fof the Arab refer to a woman as
wadi” when she attamns old agdewr reaches an advanced age. It is therefore
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such a woman that can lay aside herddlhah or Khnnar,

Sunnah Verdict

Sunnah is the seeond primiary and absolute source of the Shar'iah
Sunnah or Hadith stands’ as Ahe hidden revelaton” (iwahy: khafi) and s
required in the interpretation of (he cnnre message of the Qur'an and in
the formation of'the Islamic system ' Sunnah can either be Qawliyvah,
I ilivvah gr Tagrigigfvali which denote the sayings and deeds of the
Prophet and hls stlent approval of the savings and deeds of his
companions. The last should not be equaled with Arhar which s (he
statenyent of ascompanion and not a ladith ™~

Asithe second authority m the formation of Islamic law, the Sunnah
or Hadith of the Prophet on purdah will now be examined A very useful
and relevant evidence in this regard is the observation of Anas 1bn Malik
thatwhenever the Prophet took the charge of a woman, the companions
would know if the woman was his wife if he veiled her from people. Fo
instance. when he took Safiyyah bint Uyayy under his charge. the
companions said “we do not know if he took her for a wife or Umminl-
walad 1 he put her behind the veil then she is his wife and if not then she
is Ummul-walad”™. When the Prophet wanted to ride his camel, he veiled

‘her from the people and confined her to his back on the camel so they

knew that he had married her ™ This shows clearly that the Sunnah of the
Prophet was to put only his wives behind the veil.

Again, a companion of the Prophet Jabir Tbn Abdillah reported that
he once observed the 1" -d prayer hehind the Prophet and after the praver
and sermon, he moved to the women, admonished them and told them to
give alms (o ward off the torment of hell fire. Then a light complexioned
woman m the muddle of the women-lolk . asked “why Oh Prophet of
Allah.”* The reference 1o (he complexion of the woman in the Hadith
shows that women during the Prophet’s time were allowed o uncover
their faces when they went out I may be argued that this incident
happened before the revelation of the verse of the veil or seclusion but this
i1s ncorrect as it was confimed in another Hadith by Umm Atiyyah that it
happened in the sixth year of Hijrah, ** while the verse of the veil

according to all compamons of the Prophet was revealed either in the third
or fifth vear ofHumh
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Furthermore, Jar Ibn Abdillah reported that he asked the Prophet
about an accaidental gaze and he commanded him to lower his gaze
According to AL-Qadi lyyad, the Hadith s an cvidence ihat it is not
obhigatory for a woman to veil her face Rather it is the man that s
required to alwavs lower lus gaze ™ This interpretation is supported by the
hadith of Ibn Abbas where FFad! 1bn Abbas and a Leautiful woman of the.
tribe of khath’a® m were staring at cach other. “Ihen the Holy Prophet
turned away the face of fad! to the other side "’ It is thus clear that it is the
lowering of the gaze that 1s compulsory and not the confinement or veiling
of Mushm women If 1t is argued that the Prophet did not command the
woman to veil because she 1s old and permitted to unveil or because she is
petforming hajyy, the answer (o the first excuse is that the woman was not
old but m her youth hence the Prophet called her Shabali while he called
fad! Shab® As for the second excuse, Ali Ibn Abi Talib reported that the
mcident happened on the day of sacrifice after the 1ituals of hajj had been
completed so the woman was not in the state of Thram *'

Closely related to the above 1s also the hadith of a womar who came
to offer hersell in marriage to the Holy Prophet. It is narrated by Sahl Jbn
Sa’'d that the woman told the Prophet “I have come to offer myself to you
m marniage” Then the Prophet looked up at her and approved of hef
beauty but kept quiet In another narration he said “1 am not in need of a
wife ™ Since the incident also happened after the cemmandmentto the
wives of the Prophet to veil themselves from strangers. 1t therefore
supports the permissibility of unveiling before st .ngers by vomen who
were not the wives of the Prophet

In the tenth year of Hijrah, a companion of e Psophet, Subay'a’h
bint Hanith lost her husband in the farewell pilg image. while she was
pregnant. She gave birth 1o a child before the exjpiraion ofvfour months
and ten days afer her husband death. When she “ompleted her nifas or
postnatal bleceding, she beautified her face and handls and went out but she
met Abu Sanabil 1bn Ba'kak who accused/her of asafiting to get married
before completing four months and ten daysdddad (waiting period). She
reported the meident to the Prophet who told her 11at she completed her
iddalh when she gave birth.*' This, hadith also coifimus the exclusion of
Muslim women from the verse of the veil'hence “ubav'a’ h was able to
beautify her face and hands withrantimony.
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Stmlarly. 1t s related b Aishal that Asma® her sister once came 10 |

visither m the presence offthed*rophet and was wearing a thin dress The
Prophet turned away his*face amd said “Oh Asma’ wher a woman attains
puberty. it is not perussibicio see any part of her body ekcept the face
and the hands™ Thoewghuhe above hadith is mursal, with a break i his
chain of transmission, i, has been reported through many other sound
transmission. Fortnstasice, Ibn Jarir reported from Aishali that when het
uncle’s daughter (Muzinah) visited her, the Prophet also told her, “when a
woman.attains puberty, 1t 1s unlawful for her to display her body except
the handstand the face™* Qatadah also reported that the P-ropﬁet said
“when @ lady starts menstruating, it is nof proper to see of her body except
the face and the hands up (o the elbows™ Tabiani, Bayhaqi and Adh-
dhahabrall confirmed the authenticity of the hadith ©

In the conduct of Fatimah, the daughter of the Prophet 1s alsoa proof
that purdah. is not binding on the generahity of Muslim women Anas Ibn
Malik reported that the Prophet once took a slave to Fatimah as a gift and
she was wearing such a cloth that when she covered her legs, 1t did not
reach her head and when she covered her head it did not reach her Jegs.
When the Prophet saw her predicament in covering herself, he said “there
1S N0 Sin on you because it is only your father and your slave™®® It is of
great importance to note that Fatimah did not make any attempt to cover
her face whereas she was struggling (o cover her head and legs. »

In the same vein. the report of Aishah that women used {0 observe
the dawn prayer wrapped in their wrappers while it was still dark also
proves that women did not veil their faces. In {he narration Aishah-added
that “They would return (o their houses afier prayers and none would
recognise them on account of darkness™ It is clear from the narration that
the reason why women were not recognised was not because they were in
purdah or wearing black dresses but because it was ‘still dark. Our last
evidence from the Sunnah that proves that the commandment regarding
purdah 1s re;lricted to wives of the Prophet was the Prophet’s mstruction
to a companion, Fatimah bint Qais to observe her iddah (waiting period) in
the house of Ibn Maktum. He preferred the place because Ibn Maktum was
blind and that would give Fatimah freedom to remove her clothes.” Yet,
the same Prophet ordered two of his wives. Umm Salamah and Maymunah
to observe purdain or the veil before the same lbn Maktum. E\/én when
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they complainéd that he was blind. he rephied “Arc you also blid?™" This
shows clearly that the injunction for the wives of the Prophet in relation to
purdal 1s different from that of the generality of the Muslim women.

Conclusion

- Purdah or the system of seclusion and \cmng of women from
strangers 1s an ancient custom that preceded the advent of the Prophet. It
. was however prescribed for the wives of the Prophet to make it easy for
the Companions to cast away their eyes from them and not to nurse the
desire of marrying them after the Prophet’s demise because of their status
as Umuar al-Muminin or mothers of the faithful. As for the generality of
Muslim women, they are only required to wear outer garments or Jilbab.
The major factor responsible for the controversy cver the status of Purdah
in Islam can therefore be traced to the introduction of Taglid in Islamic
history as well as the harem system during the Umayyad and Abbasid

regimes. ' :
Nevertheless, this paper has revealed that Muslim women are
allowed to partake in outside work for the reconstruction of the society.
Even the wives of the Prophet took active part in the development.
construction and defence of Madinah. This is why Muslim women are not
excluded from the acquisition of knowledge in Islam. On the contrary_ it is
icumbent on them. For if they must carry out such professional dutiesas
" teaching, nursing the wounded and managing economic investments. as
mentioned in this paper they must be versed in all disciplines such as
teaching, medicine, banking and finance, engineering and Islamic studies.
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